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SEARCHING  THE  MIND  OF  CHRIST 

( IV )  Jesus  on  Wealth 


I  have  it  on,  good  authority  that  this  letter  was  actual- 
ly received  by  Internal  Revenue  Service: 

"Gentlemen: 

Five  years  ago  I  cheated  on  my  income  tax 
report.    This  has  caused  me  considerable  worry 
and  I  haven't  had  a  good  night's  sleep  since.    I 
am  enclosing  twenty-five  dollars  cash.    If  I  still 
can't  sleep,  I'll  send  the  balance."  1 

Money  has  robbed  many  a  man  of  sleep „    Except  in 
the  most  primitive  societies  people  have  devoted  an  inordi- 
nate amount  of  physical  and  mental  energy  to  money „    Mak- 
ing it,  counting  it  and  handling  it.    Lending  it,  losing  it, 
betting  it.    Spending  it,  borrowing  it,  willing  it.    Investing 
it,  banking  it  and  keeping  it. 

Jesus  treated  the  subject  of  wealth  more  than  any 
other o    Rather  than  single  out  one  or  two  of  his  utterances 
on  this  theme,  I  want  us  instead  to  live  our  way  again  into 
his  encounter  with  a  man  who  was  mastered  by  his  money. 

The  narrative  is  found  in  all  three  synoptic  gospels . 
Matthew  tells  us  that  this  man  who  sought  Jesus  out  was 
young.    Mark  tells  us  that  he  was  a  ruler.    Ail  three  tell  us 
that  the  man  was  rich.    This  man,  young  in  years  and  large 
in  fortune,  ran  up  to  Jesus,  fell  down  on  his  knees  before 
the  Master  and  asked  "What  shall  I  do  to  inherit  eternal 
life?"  (Mat  19:17a)     Jesus  looked  at  him  and  said  "If  you 
would  enter  life,  keep  the  commandments , "  (Mat.   19:17b) 
"Which?"     Jesus  replied,    "You  shall  not  kill,  you  shall  not 
commit  adultery,  you  shall  not  steal,  you  shall  not  bear 
false  witness,  honor  your  father  and  mother,  and,  you  shall 
love  your  neighbor  as  yourself."  (Mat.   19:18-20) 


The  commandments  Jesus  cited  are  from  the  second 
table  of  law  and  have  to  do  with  man-to-man  relationships, 
as  does  the  reference  from  Leviticus,    "Love  your  neighbor 
as  yourself."  (Lev.  18:5)    Very  early  in  the  narrative,  then, 
we  get  the  impression  that  Jesus  sensed  that  this  man's  dif- 
ficulties centered  in  his  attitudes  toward  people. 

But  to  Jesus'  reply  the  rich  young  ruler  makes  an 
astounding  response.     He  asserts,  "All  these  have  I  kept 
from  my  youth  up."  (Mat.   19:20)    Any  man  who  would  make 
such  a  boast  doesn't  have  much  of  a  line  on  himself,  or  much 
perception  of  the  interior  meaning  of  the  law. 

By  his  own  self-understanding  he  was  what  might  be 
called  "squeaky  clean."    Archibald  Macleish  wisely  observes 
that  there  are  only  two  kinds  of  people  in  the  world,  the  Pure 
and  the  Responsible.    This  man  numbered  himself  with  the 
Pure.    Of  course,  he  missed  the  point  of  the  law,  being  a- 
ware  of  its  external  form  but  living  at  a  distance  from  its 
spirit  and  intent. 

However,  Jesus  did  not  challenge  this  astounding  as- 
sertion.   For  the  moment  he  allowed  it  to  pass.    The  very 
fact  that  the  man  had  come  was  confession  enough  that  all 
was  not  well.    The  seeker  goes  on,  "What  lack  I  yet?"    What 
he  wanted  was  one  further  command  that  might  provide  peace 
for  his  tortured  spirit.    Give  me  something  more  to  do  and 
I  will  do  it. 

But  Jesus  did  not  give  him  what  he  wanted.    His  need 
was  not  to  jk>  something  but  to  be  something.    "Sell  what  you 
have,  give  to  the  poor,  and  come  and  follow  me."  (Mat.   19: 
21b)    One  more  law  here  would  have  been  manageable.    But 
what  does  a  man  do  when  the  one  who  stands  before  him, 
representing  the  Absolute,  asks  for  the  total  investment  of 
his  life  in  the  purposes  of  God? 

I  wonder  if  you  had  the  traumatic  experience  I  had 
that  day  in  school  when  the  teacher  said  that  henceforth  we 
would  not  be  writing  on  ruled  paper,  but  do  what  the  older 
folks  do  when  they  write  letters,  use  paper  that  has  no  lines. 
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How  I  missed  those  nice  even  lines .    Now  my  handwriting 
was  on  its  own.    Perhaps  this  is  something  of  the  turmoil 
this  man  felt  when  Jesus  called  his  whole  being  to  attention 
and  summoned  him  to  total  sur render .    He  wanted  hims  in 
Karl  Barth's  phrase ,  to  recognize  himself  as  a  "covenant 
partner"  with  God„    "Sell  what  you  have  and  give  to  the  poor,, 
and  come  and  follow  me0" 

We  are  not  to  conclude  from  Jesus 5  answer  that 
Christian  discipleship  at  its  best  will  inevitably  include  the 
vow  of  poverty.    The  gospels  do  not  suggest  this.    After  alis 
Peter  kept  his  boats  and  nets  and  house,    Zacchaeus  after 
he  was  converted  gave  only  half  of  his  goods  for  the  purposes 
of  justice  and  mercy,,    And  Jesus  was  very  much  at  home 
with  the  Publicans  who  were  men  of  substaniai  wealtho 
Jesus  did  not  denounce  wealth  as  evil:    He  warned  against 
it  as  a  danger,    "How  hard  it  iss"  he  saids  "for  a  rich  man 
to  enter  into  the  kingdom  of  God0"  (Mat,  19:23b) 

Sell!  Give!  Come!  Follow!  Jesus  spoke  thus  to 
this  man  because  this  individual  was  caught  in  the  grip  of 
his  own  wealtho  This  was  his  besetting  obsession0  Jesus 
was  doubtless  thinking  of  the  poor  who  might  be  serviced  if 
this  man  were  to  liquidate  his  holdings ,  But  I  believe  his 
primary  concern  was  with  this  man  who  was  all  locked  up 
in  his  concern  for  fortune.  The  record  says  that  Jesus 
looked  upon  the  man  and  loved  him, 

God  has  a  way  of  finding  the  hot  spot  in  our  lives . 
It  might  be  sex,  it  might  be  power  s  it  might  be  vengeances 
it  might  be  money .    But  the  grim  point  stands ,  that  there  is 
no  way  of  going  on  with  talk  about  religion  and  duty  and  a 
knowledge  of  God  until  we  come  to  terms  with  that  obsession, 

I  was  chatting  the  other  day  with  a  man  in  another 
city  who  is  brave  enough  to  teach  a  high  school  group  every 
Sunday,    He  said  his  back  was  against  the  wall  these  days 
ever  since  he  tried  to  establish  with  his  class  the  proposi- 
tion that  Jesus  was  the  master  salesman  of  all  time,    I  have 
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heard  that  assumption  before,  but  I  have  never  liked  it.    It 
seems  strange  that  we  would  caii  Jesus  a  successful  sales- 
man when  he  managed  to  get  himself  crucified  at  the  age  of 
thirty-three. 

At  any  rate,  Jesus  did  not  show  very  good  salesman- 
ship here.    After  putting  down  before  this  man  the  demands 
of  the  kingdom,  he  watched  while  the  man  turned  and  walked 
away.    No  salesman  would  do  this.    Would  he  not  rather  sidle 
up  to  the  man  and  suggest  that  easier  terms   might  be  ar- 
ranged.   Why  did  he  not  shout  after  him,  "No  reasonable  of- 
fer will  be  refused.    Ten  percent?  Twenty  percent?    Surely 
we  can  work  something  out!"    But  the  demands  stay.    The 
terms  hang  there  unmodified.    "Sell  what  you  have,  give  to 
the  poor,  come  and  follow  me." 

There  comes  a  time  in  the  life  even  of  the  people  of 
God  when  the  Lord  simply  says,  "Put  away  the  evil  of  your 
doings  from  before  my  eyes."   (Isaiah  1:16b)     In  another 
place  Jesus  said,     "Unless  a  grain  of  wheat  falls  into  the 
earth  and  dies,  it  remains  alone;  but  if  it  dies  it  bears  much 
fruit."  (John  12:24  NEB)     Jesus  was  trying  to  love  this  man 
into  a  willingness  to  die  in  order  that  he  might  live. 

But  the  record  says  "he  went  away  sorrowful."  One 
of  the  few  people,    incidentally,   that  ever  left  Jesus1  pre- 
sence sad.    He  had  come  to  the  near  bank  of  the  Rubicon 
and  would  not  cross  over.    Life  beckoned  but  he  turned  his 
back  to  it.    See  him  yonder  as  he  trails  off  down  the  distance, 
his  shoulders  stooped  beneath  the  weight  of  a  rejected  option. 


In  recent  months  I  have  been  haunted  by  the  similar- 
ities between  this  rich  young  ruler  and  my  country,   these 
United  States.    We  are  a  young  nation  as  countries  go.   We 
are  a  major  power  in  the  world.    And  our  wealth  is  unpre- 
cedented in  the  annals  of  human  story.    And,  like  the  young 
man  in  the  narrative,  we  have  a  way  of  seeing  ourselves  as 
a  good  people —  possessed  of  high  ideals,  friendly, protec- 
tors of  democracy,  and  generous  to  other  states. 
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Yet,  like  the  tragic  figure  who  came  and  threw  him- 
self at  Jesus'  feet,   we  must  confess  a  certain  queasiness 
and  emptiness  inside.    We  are  a  troubled  people.    We  seem 
to  lack  the  ability  to  find  a  controlling  purpose.    There  are 
some  who  feel  that  we  have  lost  our  soul.    We  cry  through 
our  journalists ,   through  our  novelists ,   through  our  play- 
wrights ,  through  our  academicians  and  occasionally  through 
our  preachers,  "What  lack  we  yet?l?    Why  with  so  much  can 
we  not  put  it  all  together  and  have  the  kind  of  nation  in  which 
we  can  rejoice  together?    The  answer  that  keeps  coming  to 
me  from  the  other  side  is  "Sell  what  you  have,  give  to  the 
poor,  come  and  follow  me." 

The  critical  verb  in  the  writing  on  the  wail  is  the 
verby  "to  divest, "     To  divest  or  not  to  divest9  this  is  the 
question.     We  have  long  since  mastered  the  science  of  in- 
vestment.   We  are  called  upon  now  to  develop  the  art  of  di- 
vestment.   Divestment  of  power,  divestment  of  privilege 
and,  perhaps,  most  importantly,  divestment  of  wealth. 

On  a  world  scale  we  are  like  an  island  of  affluence 
in  a  surging  sea  of  poverty.    And  for  ail  of  our  self-adula- 
tion for  the  amount  of  money  we  give  away  there  are  still 
some  ten  or  eleven  countries  in  the  world  that  provide  more 
foreign  aid  than  we  do  on  the  basis  of  percentage  of  Gross 
National  Income, 

And  right  here  at  home  we  have  an  unconscionably 
and  uncomfortably  large  number  of  people  who  exist  in  pov- 
erty, or  who  live  on  the  barest  possible  level  of  subsistence. 
They  are  "overworked  and  undertaught,   weary  and  care- 
worn, without  quiet  and  without  leisure,"  2 

Pragmatically,   the  state  must  look  after  its  own 
needs  and  cannot  be  appealed  to  on  the  basis  of  any  gospel 
leverage.    Is  it  not  clear  that  in  the  interest  of  our  future, 
not  to  mention  our  internal  peace,  we  must  learn  to  divest? 
Our  greed  and  our  wealth  are  fast  uniting  the  poor  of  the 
world  against  us. 

And  here  at  home,  what  will  we  do  about  the  dispar- 
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ity  ?    Mark  you,  I  don't  speak  of  the  disparity  between  the 
"haves"  and  "have  mores,"    I  am  not  convinced  that  it  be- 
longs to  the  state  or  to  the  church  to  see  that  every  one  is 
leveled  off,    I  am  speaking  of  the  gap  between  the  "haves" 
and  the  "have  nots„"    I  am  trying  to  speak  for  those  who  for 
a  variety  of  reasons,  largely  not  of  their  own  making,  have 
been  unable  to  get  out  of  the  starting  gate  —  who  aren't  even 
in  the  race,  who  aren't  competitive,  and  who  are  thereby 
degraded  in  their  humanity  because  they  don't  fit  and  cannot 
contribute., 

Let's  be  very  blunt  about  the  matter .    These  people 
don't  have  enough  clout,  even  if  they  were  to  organize  along 
the  lines  of  the  Pentagon,  to  take  anything  over  for  long.    A 
few  calls  to  the  National  Guard  here  and  there,  and  any  rev- 
olution would  be  crushedo    But  what  they  do  have  and  what 
they  are  going  to  use  is  the  capacity  to  obstruct,,    And  they, 
under  God,  will  develop  ways  of  seeing  to  it  that  none  of  us 
will  enjoy  anything  until  all  of  us  can  enjoy  something. 

I  am  indebted  to  James  Reston  for  recovering  for  us 
these  thoughts  of  George  Bernard  Shaw  on  poverty:     "The 
saying  that  we  are  members  one  of  another  is  not  a  mere 
pious  formula  to  be  repeated  in  church  without  meaning:   it 
is  a  literal  truth;  for  though  the  rich  end  of  town  can  avoid 
living  with  the  poor,  it  cannot  avoid  dying  with  the  poor."  3^ 

We  joke  a  lot  about  our  taxes,  trying  to  laugh  our 
way  past  a  dark  place  in  the  road  that  we  would  rather  avoid. 
I  was  rather  astounded  the  other  day  when  a  young  laymen 
said,   "I  wish  to  God  I  could  find  a  way  of  celebrating  some- 
thing in  the  taxes  I  pay!"     Why  should  we  always  lock  our- 
selves into  a  despairing  mood  when  tax  time  comes  around, 
try  to  pay  as  little  as  we  can9  and  say  at  the  finish,  "At  last 
that's  over  with."    Doesn't  it  belong  to  Christian  citizenship 
to  be  able  to  develop  a  budget  in  this  country  that  would  give 
us  cause  for  celebration  when  we  pay  our  taxes.    Taxation 
should  be  a  device  whereby  those  of  us  who  have  too  much 
can  share  with  those  who  have  too  little.  "Sell  what  you 
have,  give  to  the  poor,  come  and  follow  me."    This  not  a 
kindly  suggestion.    This  is  mandate  as  well  as  invitation. 
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And  it  may  be  that  it  is  for  us  as  a  nation  a  matter  of  life 
and  death. 

The  church  cannot  sound  this  caii  standing  on  its  own 
record  without  being  guilty  of  the  most  flagrant  hypocrisy,, 
What  we  are  being  called  upon  to  do  these  days  is  to  divest 
ourselves  of  our  power,  our  leadership,  and  our  wealth. 
And  we  are  finding  it  an  exceedingly  arduous  business. 
Token  benevolence  is  one  thing,  but  divestiture  is  something 
else  again. 

There  is  good  news  coming  to  us  from  the  World 
Council  of  Churches.    A  recommendation  is  going  to  every 
member  denomination  of  that  body  to  give  no  less  than  two 
percent  of  its  annual  income  to  a  fund  for  the  development 
of  countries  in  which  the  Gross  National  Product  is  low. 
How  can  we  preach  a  gospel  of  the  spirit  if  we  are  not  inter- 
ested in  the  flesh  and  bodies  of  the  suffering? 

But  at  the  local  level,  this  call  to  divest  is  coming 
to  us  in  the  form  of  increasingly  serious  and  stubborn  ques- 
tions about  our  several  budgets.    There  is  a  book  on  the 
market  entitled  Magic  With  Leftovers.    I  don't  know  whether 
it's  about  the  kitchen  or  the  church.    After  twenty  years  in 
the  church  as  a  minister  I  think  we  have  worked  some  fan- 
tastic magic  with  the  leftovers  that  people  have  given  us  — 
the  loose  change,  the  remnants,  the  odd  bits  that  couldn't 
fit  into  the  mosaic  of  their  own  prosperity.    But  what  we 
are  being  called  upon  to  do  today  is  to  come  up  with  some- 
thing more  than  the  leftovers  that  remain  after  we  have 
fleshed  out  our  own  dreams ,  done  what  we  wished,  and  ac- 
quired all  we  wanted.    We  are  being  confronted  with  the 
challenge  to  radically  revise  our  understanding  of  church 
budgets  and  church  giving. 

So  much  of  what  we  say  we  are  giving  through  the 
church  to  the  world  is  really  given  to  the  church  for  our- 
selves.   That  woman  who  stopped  me  in  the  Narthex  the 
other  day  to  preen  herself  on  the  fact  that  she  was  giving 
to  the  church  because  she  had  signed  up  for  a  course  or  two 
in  our  Arts  and  Crafts  program  is  a  case  in  point.    She  is 
giving  to  herself! 
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In  seeking  to  deliver  the  state  from  the  shackles  of 
wealth  the  appeal  is  to  self  -interest  .    In  the  church  we  have 
higher  motivation-    The  church,  above  all  other  bodies, 
must  insist  that  whatever  a  man  may  or  may  not  be  econom- 
ically he  is  first  and  always  a  man.    It  is  of  the  utmost  sig- 
nificance theologically  in  the  Biblical  story  of  creation  that 
man  was  man  before  he  was  assigned  a  vocation.    His  man- 
hood does  not  derive  from  his  capacity  to  produce.    "So  God 
created  man  in  his  own  image,  in  the  image  of  God  he  cre- 
ated him;  male  and  female  he  created  them."  (Genesis  1:27) 
Afterward  God  told  him  to  "fill  the  earth  and  subdue  it;  and 
have  dominion."  (Genesis  1:28a)    Man  first  and  worker  second, 

It  belongs  to  us  who  have  been  sensitized  by  the 
Christ  to  think  of  poverty  within  our  city,  our  nation  and  our 
world,  not  in  the  abstract  through  percentages  and  statistics 
and  case  numbers,  but  in  terms  of  people  with  faces  and 
needs  and  hopes  and  dreams  like  ours.    Sheila  Alexander 
writing  in  the  "Minnesota  Review,"  tries  to  slip  herself  in- 
to the  shoes  of  one  who  has  suffered  poverty  and  rejection: 

"HOW  did  I  feel? 

I  felt  ail  throwed  away 
Like  an  old  shoe  in  the  rain 
Or  a  chicken  heart 
In  a  butcher's  hand 
Was  how  I  felt, 
And  blue  as  a  week  of  Mondays. " 

"I  felt,"  she  said, 

"Shades  blacker  than  my  skin, 

Like  there  wasn't  no  place 

Low  enough 

To  hide  my  feelings  in." 

"It  wasn't,"  she  said, 
"The  jail  I  was  in 

But  the  world  I  was  out  of 

Made  me  cry. 

Not  that  I  was  so  wrong 

But  nobody  else  was  right 

Is  why." 


"You  don't  know 
What  a  bad  time  is. 
Girl,  you  livin*  child's  play 
Tii  they  sweep  you  under  the  rug 
And  you  feel 
Ail  thr owed  away."    4 

"What  lack  I  yet?  "     "Seii  what  you  have,  give  to  the 
poor,  and  come  follow  me." 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

O  God,  our  Father,  and  the  Father  of  ail  men, 
Forgive  us  that  we  have  lost  sight  of  people 

behind  a  screen  of  bricks  and  stones  and  mortar; 
behind  a  pre-occupation  with  bank  statements, 
stock  dividends,  and  personal  security. 

Beget  in  us  the  will  to  share,  and  teach  us  how. 
For  we  would  live  out  the  love  we  first  received 
from  thee. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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